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THE HOMEFRONT ON FLORIDA’S 
WEST COAST: A PHOTOGRAPHIC ESSAY  
 
   If the decade of the 1920s came to a close with Black Thursday in October 1929, a new era 
began with Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941. Through the medium of photography, we know a 
great deal about the history of America during the war years. The editors of Tampa Bay History 
are delighted to share these illustrations of war and peace that come from books and area 
archives. 
 
   Photography entered its golden age during the war years. On the national level, photographers 
such as Dorthea Lange found acceptance and popularity in such magazines as Life, Time, and 
Saturday Evening Post. On the local level, studios such as Tampa’s Burgert Brothers and 
Robertson and Fresh produced photographs of extraordinary quantity and quality. 
 
    Many of the photographs capture the seeming anomaly of soldiers and sailors flanked by 
luxury hotels. Such was the reality of war on the Florida homefront. In 1942, military officials 
concluded that taking advantage of the spacious hotels made more sense than investing in the 
construction of formal training facilities, such as Camp Blanding. Thousands of Florida veterans 
came to know the Don CeSar, the Belleview-Biltmore, and even the remote Everglades Rod and 
Gun Club. Other illustrations suggest that some leisure activities continued uninterrupted on the 
homefront. 
 
   The camera caught the Tampa Bay region at work, play, and war during the period of 1941-45. 
Photographs reveal home defense units, area night clubs, and myriad volunteer activities. 
Importantly, we better appreciate that World War II was the last Jim Crow war, a conflict fought 
with segregated military units. One understands this phase of the war through glimpses of 
African-American clubs and organizations. 
 
   The writing of a caption for a photograph is a necessarily concise exercise. Readers might wish 
to suggest or construct alternative storylines. For instance, see the photograph of Thelma 
Gibbons on page 62 and ponder its meaning. When Mayor Robert E. Lee Chancey ordered 
around-the-clock guard at Tampa’s Brewster Vocational School – to repel saboteurs – few would 
have imagined that one of its students would be a former circus trapeze star. Thelma Gibbons 
successfully completed welding classes and soon was working at the Tampa Shipbuilding 
Company. A photographer captured her at the top of a liberty ship mast, a modern “Joan of Arc.” 
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The Tampa Bay area provided excellent weather for the year-round training of military 
personnel during World War II. Here planes fly over Tampa. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
A postcard advertised Clearwater's role in housing the Army Air Forces’s Technical Training 
Command at the Belleview-Biltmore Hotel. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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Even before Pearl Harbor, the threat of war was brought home by the country’s first peacetime 
draft, started in 1940. The members of the Manatee County are pictured here. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Manatee County Historical Society.
Military personnel, who frequented businesses like Liggett’s Drugstore (located in Tampa at the 
corner of Zack and Franklin Streets), gave the local economy a big boost during the war. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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The Lee County Home Defense Unit, an organization of volunteers who furnished their own 
uniforms, was created in 1940 to replace the local company of National Guardsmen which was 
called away for training. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
A Tampa company of the Florida Defense Force, shown here in Tune 1942, stood ready for any 
wartime emergency on the homefront. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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At Bayboro Harbor in St. Petersburg, where USF now has its campus, the U.S. Maritime 
Service trained some 25,000 seamen during the war. 
 
Photograph from St. Petersburg: Once Upon a Time by Del Marth.
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African-American troops stationed at Tampa’s MacDill Field included this 37 mm. gun crew, 
shown practicing at the gunnery range on Mullet Key. 
 
Photograph from Thunderbird (Summer 1943 ), a quarterly magazine published at the base.
A flight crew at MacDill reviewing planned activities before departing on a practice mission. 
 
Photograph from Thunderbird (Winter 1944).
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The airways communications office at MacDill was responsible for all plane-to-base contacts. 
 
Photograph from Thunderbird (Winter 1944).
Soldiers at MacDill washing one of the bombers. 
 
Photograph from Thunderbird (Winter 1944).
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A black soldier standing guard at MacDill Field. 
 
Photograph from Thunderbird (Summer 1943).
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The impact of the war could be seen everywhere, including the year book of Tampa’s 
Hillsborough High School, which showed both faculty and students in uniform prepared to 
leave for military service. 
 
 Photograph courtesy of the USF Special Collections.
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The Buckingham Gunnery School was one of the many training facilities built from scratch 
along Florida’s west coast during the war. Located in Lee County near Fort Myers, 
Buckingham eventually brought some 20,000 men and women to the area. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Fort Myers Historical Museum.
Page Field, another Lee County installation, was built for the U.S. Army Air Corps to serve as a 
base for bombers and several thousand personnel, some of whom are shown here engaged in 
make-shift recreation. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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In 1943, soldiers relaxing with local civilians at Tampa’s High Hat Club, located at 1204 N. 
Franklin Street. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
A banquet for military personnel was given by the USO in Tampa on April 18, 1943. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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Rationing was one measure that brought home the reality of wartime sacrifice. As part of 
gasoline rationing, a national campaign urged drivers to share rides. 
 
Photograph from Propaganda: The Art of Persuasion by Anthony Rhodes.
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Appeals to housewives to “Get a War Job” included a poster campaign launched by the 
War Manpower Commission. 
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A woman welder at a Tampa shipyard (photographed in April 1943) suggests that “Joan of 
Arc” may have been a more important figure than her better known counterpart “Rosie the 
Riviter.” 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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Thelma Gibbons, a former Ringling Brothers bareback rider and trapeze artist, “always 
wanted to be a welder.” Taking advantage of wartime labor shortages, she learned the trade at 
Tampa’s Brewster School and then got a job as a welder at Tampa Shipbuilding Company. Her 
circus career undoubtedly explained her specialty – working on heights such as the ship’s mast. 
 
Photograph from Tampa Daily Times, February 29, 1944.
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Students at Tampa’s Hillsborough High School parade on “Army Day” in support of the war 
effort. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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A class of women students surround their instructor, Jack O’Neal, at Tampa’s Brewster School, 
where they were enrolled in a fabric class to prepare them for war work. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
A Florida girl selling war bonds to cadets training as pilots at Avon Park’s Lowick Aviation 
Military Academy in 1942. 
 
Photograph from Pilots in the Sun by Waneta Sage-Gagne.
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The tradition of voluntarism paid big dividends during the war when thousands of Americans, 
especially women, donated their time to agencies like the Red Cross. 
 
Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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The “Canteen Corps” of the Red Cross, including these Tampa women, served military 
personnel during the war. 
 
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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